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In this analysis qQf prior Knowledge and bilingual
literacy, it is sudgested that the basis-upon which cognitive"
decisicns are mpade and nonvisual inferences are drawn comes frop the
background knowledge that the reader possesses as tacit or prior
kncwledge. It is claimed that the only model that can account fcr the
pluralistic nature. of lanquage is the syubollc interactionism model.
Reading is-basically an interpretive process in which,6the reader is .
.obligated to try to infer just what the author?s message mnight be. In
the case of a native speaker of a-langquage reading materials in his
native lanquage, it can te assumed that comprehension is complete
when the percpectlves~of the duthor and the reader are the same.-
Var1a+ions in readlnﬁ—ccnprehen=1on may xest in part in
incengruencies in socialization, the cognitive saliency of certain d
events frow one's. biblicgraphical hisfory, or different strategies in
apprcaching and processing new information. A reader approaches the
printed page with preconé¢eived nctions, and this process is a kind of
csocial interaction. A bildinqual child may read the second language
and incorrectly place connotations on th2 words based on the first . L
ldnguage. *The basé~of bilingual literacy and its implications fcr the
inferencing PICCESS across cultures needs to be ccns1dered. (SW)

t\ R ,

ot o
. o .

i
*******t***u*******************4f»*tt**********************y***********
* Reproduc+ions supplied by EDRS are the best tha+ can be made *
* . from +*he original document. *

o % o o ok ok R ok ok kR ************************ ************************** *"******




on

a
/ . . ) . o LI . . . .
. . " ) ’ - - . U.S. OEPARTMENTOF NEALTN .

“PERMISSION TO nepnoouce tms
EOUCATIONG wELF.AIE

* . MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY/ ‘ N KN ) - .
. . : NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF °
( o s?'\ EOUCATION_ *

: ngaﬁ@%w 27N
| /s PRIOR KNONLEDGE AND BILINGUAL LITERACY s, SOSuMENT ua aeen. nemao:

. THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN. ¢
ATING IT POINTS OF VIEW.OR OPINIONS

\ " Robert N St. C]air oL » ' STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRE.
' I RE UF{ es” - - SENTOFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
rfFEZE‘i?%CNATO T‘él;q (Eps“?;) ° . Uﬁiversity Of Lg:liSVf] le.: - EDUCATION POSITION o;n POLICY
. . N t—r v ;
njmouucnou SR " | I

With’ the adyent of psycho]inguistics, reading research hts shifted N
away from a contern.with correspondences.between sounds and TFetters [GAYE
Fries, 1962).and toward a focus on-reading for meaning (Smith, 1971, 1973% .
Ruddel, .1974). The previous approach was -based tn the: assumptian that 1”
communication taek place only when a message-was' transmitted pr channeled * S
Arom a speaker\to -a listener.in the form of-a linguistic, code {Cherry, ) -
1957). The message, it was argued, was encoded into ]inguistic patterns; -

' andghen sugsequently, it wasotigcoded by a 1istener who fully retrieved-

ED174025

the Wessage.” The phonics approach adheres to this theoretigal ‘model and ,

has merely substituted a truncated and modified version of it by present-

ing the patterned. a;:ivity of the codesin the form of a written text and .

by: treating the reader as the .intended receiver of the message (Cordt,

1965; LeFebre, 1964). It is. now obvious that much more is involved .in

ﬁ reading than the mere transmission of letter‘to sound correspondenges

' -<  Reading, it has been cogentlé;a rgued, cannot be reduced- to: the. decoding-

of spoken 1anguage (Smith, 1973). It requires, most impoptd

.~ mation which. is not.'only non-visual #8mith, 1971), but avfg: ¥

£-°  'mation which must be processed _cognitively (Smith,- 1975; Farnfram-Diggory,

o " 1972). In’ essence, the basis upon which cognitive decisi i/ S
non-visual inferences are drawn comes from the background knoWa+

do

- the reader possesses as tacit or prior know]edge I "~¢ ‘

INFERENI:ES/\ ’ - T T
Some. insight into the nature of tacit knowledge can be - founa in-the
.. process of inferencing. Garfinkel (1967) noted, for example, that *in a .
conversation what is said 15 usually not as-important as what is implied
or inferred from the situation. Most of 1anguage use, he argyes, involves
going beyond the overt forms of speech and requires. the use of tagit: _
knowledge which both parties share and which forms the‘basis for their !
social interaction. To illustrate 'his point, he recorded numerous conver- -
sations in an informal setting and found that in each instance there was
usually no coherent transition in meaning or form in the dialogue from
- one person's utterance to the other's. Seme questions, for example, were
J - hever -answered. > Some statements, in addition, were abruptly interrupted
with sentences which had no coherent relationship to the rest of the con- -
versation. Howeverg from.the point of view of those who were involved in

~ A

the conversations, the dialodue was both coherent and:logical. He con- <¢
cluded f his investigation, and this definitely contradicts the con= ~
ventional wisdom-of those who advocate an information theory apfproa

‘.tg reading, that the elliptical nature of conversations is typical, of \

[ dinary language; and, furthermore, for the uninvolved observers who

3 do not share the assumptions and expectations which formed this back-

'ﬂ;' ground knowledge of ‘the_ conversation it may be rather meaningless and

Ny
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“ent use of inferencing can be found in the works of Carton
who relied on ‘visual information such as the preced1ng and

] 1ex1ca111tems in a sentence.. Th1s approach is interesting -
~ovides 1ns1ght into the nature”of miscue analysis (Goodwin,
fer, as a théoretical construct, it lacks the explanatory
|omethodojog1ca1 research (Garf1nke1 1967; Mehan and Wood, *
‘e informative model, however, is that of symbo]1c inter-
Hewitt, 1976) in’ wh1ch the devélopment of self-concept

.976) and‘the politics .of 11teracy (St Clair and Kaprosy,
ly s1gnif1cant ro]es .

%
o

qg the fact that most conversations are about what is not
., most reap1ng takes place between the lines, the crucial -
: communicative process has,to be the inferencing procedure
"how are anerences .made? ‘Where o they come from? !For
's and administrators who view language primarily as a form _
. code in Zh1Ch messages are embedded, this can be a per- -
em. Since in their estimation all of the information in
upposed tq already exist within:the: patterns of the linguis- ‘
need for]1nferent1ng procedures appears superfluous. :
e underst nding of a conversation or the comprepens1on
ited pageﬂ can oOnly be ascertained.by transcending the
f 1anguag -+ Th1§“is becaus¢ most of human communication
hat s ‘not utterad or relegpted_to print. For the reader,
» most: of Mhat is understoo has to be inferred from read- -
he lines. 1It must be construed firom the persona] exper1-
" background knowledge of the weader. Hence, it is.in this
he tyaditional model of co J?Tcat1on must be modified
de the assumptions./that were 4intended to accompany the
ge and it must ;/éérporate~ﬁhe expectat1ons which form the
decoding proces What this means , in essence, is that.
s1ca11y7an interpretive process in which the reader is
try and 1nfer JUSt what the author's message might be.
ULTIPL wg\unss
2 nature of the: assumpt1ons nd Expectat1ons p]ay a major
=ad1ng process, it requires further elucidation in bilingual
2 differences in‘patterns of soc1a11zation create.cognitive
=st1nger, 1967) for the reader. ‘ In the case of a pative
language reading- materials in°his own home language, it can
ed that comprehension is comp]ete when the perspecI1Ves
nd .the reader are the same. .As disparities arise in the
F'the author and the expectations of the reader miscommu-
Its. The range og miscommunication may vary from total lack
ing at oneend of theeetrum to a minimal distortion of
..the other. .The reason for this‘variation in reading com-
r rest, in part, in incongruencies in socialization, the
iency of certain events from one's bibliographical histgry, )

f( '. .
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or different strategies in approaching and prdcessing new information.
.An uninformed reader, for example, will fail to fully perceive the
‘ ’ wealth of information that the author 1ntezu . An untrained-reader,
as another example, ‘may only perceive a part pf the message intended
and weave a meaning from phe text which is gcorrect but with the wrong
empahsis or connotations Sim11arqb' a .cogens and well-informed reader
can find insigh dd inferences which 'go well beyond the con-
scious intent of the author. ]ﬁy way of contrast, ¢ consider€ehd. bhase |, .
: of bilingual literacy and its implications for the inferencing process
% across cultures. Obviously,/in this case, the problems of understand-
~ ing are further complicated by the fact th atterns of sgcial
;~ tion may vary substant1a11y c us1ng e*sn g ~t2§ggifferehc s in 1nt;;
o \pretat}on Ly . .

» ' . f 00 ) ‘
o It is 1mportant to rea}1ze that these d1fferénces across cu]tu§5§
) are(soc ally constructed. .Berger and .Luc (1966) hawe argued that
" reality differs from persbn to person. Nhatggppears to be real for an- .
. American ggi;gpssman who is ingrained in the“tradition of ‘social Darwin= J
ism and th est for x1m1zat1on of prbfﬁts, fo example, is cer~ -
tainly not the same vi f reality shared by the youth of the jcounter--
culture movement. Similarly, what is considered to be real for 'the. _-
- child in the barrio or in the inner city is not consistent with the
% visions of reality shared by "the ch11d¥en of the suburbs withytheir ..
comfortable-and opulent Tife styles. It'is for this reasoniéik part,
that differences +in past experience$ and d1$§€r1t1es in patterns_jof :
socialization add to the complexity of the badckground knowledde Which
later adults bri ng with them to the reading process,, Thesd dif ces
in tacit knowledge form tHe basis from which nfe;?ﬂtes ard drawn and
“interpretations . are 1mposed on the read1ng oces

) The. pr;pcess is comphcated Mher&y the fact that tg1s ot
- socially constructed knowledge is alsp distributed or stratified dif-.
ferently within society. No one has the same access to the same, knowl-
.edge. .The reason for this is thatiall interactions in life are based .
on WHO says WHAT to WHOM and WHEN ‘and WHERE it is said. Each.p% these
social paramefers constrain and control the experiences of those, par-
tigipating-in’ the social process (McCall and Simmons, 1966). The topic
- of a conversation, for example, severely limits the kinds of vocabu]ary;
_items that can be used. The four million and one-half words in the .
English laniuage, it should ‘be noted, are not available to every person
bt 14 compartmented and isolatedtinto occupational specialties such as
law, medicine, engineering, chemistry, etc. .In_ addition to topical
constraints, there are further restrictions which are characteristically
ssociated w1th role-taking and role-making. Once'a social role has
been defined or attributed to someone, people unconsciously accommodate
themselves in acdordance with the expectationsiof the role'modél. Know-
'ing, for example, that the other party is-a priesy, one will attribute <
" certain kinds of actioh to the ‘other-party and t¥y te accomuodate that
-person with the use. of language, reverence, re11g1ous topicss,, etc. When'
. role models akg clearly marked; they greatly facilitate accommodaSlggu
and attributional processes thereby reduci uncertainty bf, the nature
- of the150c1a1 1nteract10n (Gu11es and St. C a1r, in press)
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l;éfDING-AS SOCIAL INTERACIION

u\\‘Wﬁiﬁ a reagen\gppr aches the printed page, he comes armed w1th a
piethora of pre €ivéd notions about what is to occur.\ In him'mind,®

he may ¥lreadyknow ‘how the other person.will_behave in a given-“§ituation,.
‘what he or she will be apt say, and what kinds of responses would be
Ekappropr1ate under the C1rtu;gtences Hence,* regardtq;i hat is hetuals
ly stated, on thebpr1q§gg page; the, reader imposes mean ngs utes. rea: .
? sons, for{gctions, draws-interpretations of events, and arri t con-
; clusions from a scattering of.clues embedded throughoqt the Téxt. This
fbr@/of ial interaction is not a unique feature of the readj )proc SS,
--but”a normal part.Qf symbolic interaction through the ‘medium 6f 1anguag
- (Hewitt, 1976? It is in. this sense that ead1ng is a 1anguaging process )
* (Ruddel, 1974¥. v, ' (E '

O
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8 ! social intergction is.situated in time and space, It takes place in

a social cBnta1n or situation whjch has been defin ! by the participants
or which emerges "from the uncertainty the nteract¥on. This definition

the-situation is important because 1 es a basic componént to the
@1t or prior knowledge from which in renc are drawn. Furthermore, '

‘ the Var1ous membe s of svgyety experience reality from a mu 1p11c1ty of
‘perspectives. ' Théy may view the situation frem the point of view of a 5.
member of a ce¥tain sex, racial grouping, class tricture, or social in-
group. These perspect1ves not n]y conditiori the nature of the’ inted-
act1on, but they also limit itgfview of knowlellge. What does this méam
in the case of the teacher in fhe reading classroom? ‘Well, "if the student %
is trying To cope with the newjmaterials from a cgntent.area and if that.
studenti's having- d1ff1cu1ty, he teacher may.reason that the problem of °
thlis particular student is due to an inability to read, This may not be
. the case. The student-had no t b]e reading other ma er1qls before, then
why would he or she have a suddem~jnalfility to read? Evidently, uhder

p suchtircumstances, the problem is an’/inability to handle new information.’

* The #eason for this can be read11y ascerta1ned within. the present theoret-
ical framework. If knowlédge is soc¥ally constructed and its access1b11-x*'
ity is socially distribyted, then it follows that not every person will *
read the same passage with the same- depth g{ understanding nor with the ~
same k¥nds of inferential structures. consequence,*when a student
dgpounters a new content area,.that. student will immediately haye diffi-

1ty in evaluating what is 1mportaqt and what is not. The resiilt is,
of course, that everything becgmes important. . Such a strategy creates a :
state of cognitive clutter. Only later, when the student is familiar
with the nature.of the new material, can proper evaluation take place
without attributing equal value to a11 information. How can cogn1t1ve
clutter besgfsided? The answer to this quest1on can be found in ‘text-

books which\successfully introduce the student to new content areas.
These texts/provide~as much background information as possible. It4ggu,
the reader to what are the assumptions and the expectat1ons that he or
she must have in order to procede further. Another area-in which a
problem can be misinterpreted as a reading skills problem is in the case
where students lack certd®. experiences ‘which are crucial for an under-
standing of the reading ma eriayé.' Foreign students obv1ous]y have this

) - . } , . .
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prob]em, and so do students who do Not share the middle ciass Anglo
’ background upon which the mainstream textqﬂare based .~ , e
THE SQCIAL 'NATURE OF THE' LEXICON . S

®

words are symbols w1thin a system of humdn language. They provide
the medium tbrough which communication takes place This system differs
from other forms of communication which- employ signs such as the physical
 movements of the bees in a dance signalling the location® of food or the .
underwater warnings of the whales. These "call systems" exist for each °
" biologically related situation. It cannot be modified, nor can it be
displaced,. norecan it be rearranged into minimal components to cremte
new codes of expression. But, language is symbolic. It can.be modified
so that any one sttuation can be met through a great variety of ytter-
ancess. it can be displaced so as to express concern about the past or
the future; and' ™t can be broken up into lexical dpmponents or phono-
logical d1stinct1ve\features. But, most importaptly, these symbo]s are
social. (’They provide a powerful shorthand ‘for €vents and objects in
the social reality of the {ndividual. They allow persons to talk about
those very things that they have designated as significant to them. The
following examples from St. Clair and Kaprosy (in oress) examplify the
'soci\J nature of, the lexicon: .
. L~ |

. ENGLISH ' ' SPANISH

Sophisticated This is.a positive * Sofisticada: The word conveys a -
- concept, and the word is used as a  negative feeling and is used as
" compliment. _ an insult. It implies putting .
' : - on airs, and being phony.

' American:' his»refers very

: specifically to the persons Americano: This refers 4o alT of
. ~~who live in theUnited States. @~ the inhabitants -of the/various
\,It excludes Canada and Mexico nations of North and §§Uth
and a11 o§ §puth America. Amer1q3.

what is important about the social nature of the_lexicon is that a
bilingyal, child may read English words with the Spanish connotations.
“Phis problem can be seen in reverse when native speakers of English learn
Spanish as a foreign.language. They inadvertently impute the typic
English meanings to the Spanish cognates. But, the problem does not stop
there. " They also impute ro]e -taking, ro]e-mak1ng and role support across.
cultures. They know how to behave in a social situation within the con-
text of the Chicano experience, for example, but when living 1n&§he Anglo
copmunity and when speaking their language they. may approach a role with
the wrong set of expectations. The exact reverse can be seen in the Anglo
who ilearns symbolic interaction in the_Mexican environment. The, behavior
of that individual is predicated on how to behave in the social ‘context of
dn_English-speaking cémmunity. The mismatch.of roles is \inevitable during
the initial stages of learning how to participate in-a foreign social °
setting. Those who advocate the learning of a fore1gn language‘within the
f,amework of communicative competence (Savignon, 1972), should éralize that-

. :
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a]ghou5h~th1s work is successful, it is also deceiving because the,
+ students have imputed English rules and behavior on the' foreign lan--
_guage they are learning: - Since both must be learned together, the
~task is incomplete. - \ e

é . .
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CONCLUSION

Most reseatch in the area of literacy has been from tHe point of

"view of psycholdqy.’ Not enough work:is done within the framework of.
sociology.. Since both aspects are inherent in the reading process, the
most informative research paradigm must come from sacial psychology and
. from the symbolic interactionism model of language, in particular. :

. _Within this new.paradigm, the concept of inferencing takes on a

new importance. It explains how tacit knowledge forms the backgr :
from which jnterpretations are drawn in the process of reading. Sﬁg%\\\\\\
once appeared, to be a nebulous concept, tacit knowledge, becoimes a

“highly structured theoretical concept. This is°due,™¥n part, to the

* recent insights gf ethnomethodologists and symbolic interactionists.

Both agree to the claim that society is socjally constructed and that it
contains-a multiplicity of lities. These views of reality- arise from
the social process and diregiethe individual in the kinds of inference$
that he draws. The reading process, for example, is 1imited to a con-
strained version of social reality by the mere selection of.such param-
-eters-as the topic of a reading assignment, the roles of the individuals
{n the situation, the nature of social space and time, and the personal

- aspects of one's biographical, history. which not only influence the nature
of one's interpretation of the events, but also limit one's ability to a *
deeper access of knowledge of the social structure. Also, since language
is embedded within a framework of social interaction, the words that are
used have special meanings for different individuals. Th¥s is partic-’
ularly pronounced in the case of bilinqual literacy where role behg&?b{'
and semantic interpretations do not matth across languages. &5 .

According to the dependency prfinciple of dialectoTogy, all.Tanguages
or dialects.are supposed.to have th&(same %SZerIying forms ‘and”congruent
semantic interpretations (Chomsky, 1965). is positivistic yiew of lan-
guage cannot even begin to account for* the nature of semantic inter eta-
tion within a bidialectal or a bilingual contex The only model which
can account for the pluralistic nature pf langu is the symbolic inter-...
‘actionism model espoused ‘in this.essays# Hence, tRe.implications 'for. o
revising the present model of normal science are fiumerous. Unfortunately,
those 'isslies are beyond the present scope ‘of this essay on the nature of
tacit knowledge within the context of bilingual literacy.
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